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INTRODUCTION 9

This exhibition suggests that there is more than one Pompeii, 
excluding the present-day town of Pompei. But no, the ancient 
Roman city of Pompeii is a single entity, a site of memory of 
unique worldwide significance due to the famous eruption 
of Vesuvius. However, the fact that the city was paralysed 
by lapilli and ash has not turned Pompeii into a place where 
everything stands still. Quite the opposite. The excavations, 
which began centuries ago, are still underway and the histor-
ical and scientific investigations continue apace. It is a site of 
memory that will always remain open to investigation. This 
intense research leads us to the “other Pompeii”, the Pompeii 
of the poorer classes, of less spectacular finds, a Pompeii that 
is more “hidden” than the famous city that is so well-known. 
Indeed, it is the Pompeii of the majority because not just so-
ciology and history, but also common sense and everyday ex-
perience teach us that the more affluent social classes, the 
events documented because they are extraordinary and the 
most spectacular monuments constitute a tiny minority com-
pared to the overall set of phenomena. History with a capital 
H is handed down more easily than history with a lower-case 
h and yet we are indebted especially to twentieth-century 
French historians such as Bloch, Febvre, Braudel and Ariès 
for opening up new fertile channels for exploring our past. 
The traditions, customs and mindset of the middle and lower 
classes of a society are always, and universally, the most wide-
spread. This explains the location of “the other Pompeii”! Not 
in the sumptuous frescoed domus with spacious atria, but in 
the much smaller, sometimes cramped spaces where ordinary 

people lived and moved; not luxurious furnishings but modest, 
mundane everyday objects. Not the rich Pompeii that appears 
to the eyes of visitors but rather the less visible – and partly 
unseen – Pompeii that lies in the storerooms. 
This interest in the more concealed aspects of the ancient city 
is not just the result of the new historical approaches touched 
on above but also of our present-day sensibility which tends 
to focus its gaze elsewhere. Indeed, this approach is not nec-
essarily employed to uphold conflictual “class-based” inter-
pretations but to broaden our knowledge. “The other Pom-
peii” is not designed to contrast with the famous image of 
the city but can takes its place alongside it. There was no 
“Pompeian wall” that separated the two entities! “The other 
Pompeii” is simply a piece – the most conspicuous piece – of 
this snapshot of the ancient world, the centuries-old image of 
“the way we once were”, which history has handed down to 
us and which we have the task of safeguarding, passing down 
to future generations and enhancing.

Gennaro Sangiuliano

Minister of Culture






